Translation crops up in David Mitchell's work both as a fictional theme, for instance in Black Swan Green (2006) and The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet (2010) , and as a personal practice when Mitchell and his wife Keiko Yoshida translated two non-fiction works by a young Japanese boy with non-verbal autism: The Reason I Jump (2013) and Fall Down Seven Times, Get up Eight (2017) . Interestingly, these four books are all related to the genre of autobiography, and three of them focus on Japan. Drawing from an investigation into the specificity of the Japanese tradition of translation and into theories of translation as intertextual and multi-temporal, we will start by exploring the notions of relay and voice in Mitchell's use of translation. To further investigate the particular nature of the association of translation and autobiography in Mitchell's work, we will discuss the concept of devolved testimony developed by French historian Emmanuel Bouju and that of the 'born-translated novel' by Rebecca Walkowitz. We will finally contend that the notion of "oblique writing", defined as the practice of rewriting or writing over a lost voice from a lateral perspective, captures the spirit of these works, enabling him to navigate both issues of power play and the delicate relation between intimacy and distance. What is the specificity of the translator in Mitchell's gallery of textual communicators, writers and proto-writers? How does Mitchell approach translation, both in fiction and in practice? Can the prism of translation shed some light on his writings and his relation to language? Mitchell's experience of translation is often focused on the Japanese language, both when translating Higashida or when turning Dejima into fiction: it thus rests upon first hand confrontation with language at its most foreign, for Japanese not only belongs to an entirely different family of languages than Western idioms, but is also associated with a culture that lived in isolation from 1641 to 1853 during the Edo period. And knowing Mitchell' Instead of opposing those two notions, Mitchell underlines their interplay: the poem, inherently creative, usually obeys a set of formal rules, while the crossword, though formally bound by the grid, calls for a creative approach in crafting the definitions.
It is also a very neat take on the core theoretical divide that has been fuelling debates on translation for centuries, between those in favour of fidelity to the source text and those that focus on the reader's experience in the target language. These two antagonistic schools of thought are usually represented on the one hand by the seventeenth century French tradition of Les Belles Infidèles (target-oriented, the poem) and on the other hand by the nineteenth century German preference for a scholarly, precise rendition as close to the original as possible (source-oriented, the crossword). As Salama-Carr notes:
The free dynamic translations known as Les Belles Infidèles aimed to provide target texts which are pleasant to read, and this continued to be a dominant The game is rigged, since one party, the Prussian Fisher, is an enemy of de Zoet, and the other party, British captain Penhaligon, speaks neither Dutch, nor Japanese nor
German. The text also mentions French and Russian interests, which firmly anchors this narrative sequence in the colonial contest for power (Mitchell 2010: 385) :
'Begin with the Dutch; do they, in principle, agree to co-operate?'
Hovell translates Fisher's reply as, 'Dejima is as good as ours'.
This ' as good as', thinks the Captain, is the first sour note.
'Do they recognise the legitimacy of the Kew Memorandum?'
The long reply makes Penhaligon wonder about Fisher's foundation stones. Sekita recites another rote-learnt sentence: 'Tall pines are deep roots.' (Mitchell 2010: 18) But others became scientists and scholars in the field of Rangaku or Dutch Studies, a shortcut name encompassing the study of Western science, through and beyond translation (Michel-Zaitsu 2007; Jansen 1984; Low 1989; Macé 2016) . Rangaku scholars mostly focused their efforts on medicine, physics and engineering, like Shizuki Tadao (1674-1728), who wrote nine books on the Dutch language, parts of which touch on translation issues, and who is widely regarded as the father of physics in Japan (Kondo & Wakabayashi 2009: 470) . The exchanges between Orito, Marinus, de Zoet and Ogawa pay tribute to that rich tradition of coupling translation with scientific investigation (Mitchell 2010: 63) . It resulted in a paradoxical situation (Larsonneur 2013: §4) since translations were fraught with errors due to the poor command of the language, but they also acted as triggers for scientific investigation and scholarly work. Expanding source texts and rewriting them to adapt them to Japanese realities became the norm, in scientific matters as well as for literary works. Writing, in this case through translation for Mitchell, serves thus as a substitute for a voice that strives to be heard. Naoki Higashida comments upon this at length in "Speech Bubbles" (Higashida 2017: 46-68) . Mitchell and his wife also describe how translating Naoki's books helped them engage with their own son: 'We got craftier at discerning his unexpressed wishes rather than assuming his wishes were nonexistent. We began speaking to him normally, rather than sticking to one-word sentences.' (Higashida 2017: xiii) . This same theme of substituting a voice crops up more than once in Mitchell's fiction. In The Bone Clocks, Holly Sykes 4 writes a book titled
The Radio People as a way of dealing with the loss of her brother and of relaying the voices of the Atemporals that she alone can hear. Jason in Black Swan Green writes poems to bypass the stammer that he refers to as his 'hangman ' (2006: 3) . 5 In Cloud Atlas, the Archivist records Sonmi's story in an ' orison', which will then be passed on from one generation to the next until no one can recognize the language she speaks 
Oblique Writings
One of the first remarks to be made here is that Mitchell writes in English and only Mitchell's novels incorporate the history of translation in an unusual way:
they narrate languages rather than describe them. His works rarely display multilingualism. Instead, they make English into a foreign language by emphasizing target rather than source, audiences rather than authors, and by attributing their own beginnings to prior editions and literary works in other languages. To conclude, I would like to come back to The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet and its central mismatch of exchanges: the dual episodes of the letter and the scroll. Love-struck Jacob de Zoet hides a letter written in Dutch to Orito in a dictionary, which he then entrusts to Interpreter Uzaemon, who agrees to deliver it to her. But the letter is intercepted, and never reaches Orito. Months later, an apostate monk entrusts a scroll written in Japanese which reveals the evil doings of Abbot
Ennemoto to an old woman, who then delivers it to Uzaemon. The latter, before embarking on a dangerous rescue mission, entrusts it to de Zoet who, upon hearing temporalité, temps court, temps long, avec tous les phénomènes de latence, d'oubli, de résurgence, qui font qu'un texte est introduit, réintroduit, oublié, que c'est là, dans la traduction, que se manifeste l'accueil ou la résistance, ou l'absence, tout simplement par rapport à la réception de l'étranger'.
of Uzaemon's death, will endeavour to translate it into Dutch and expose the evil Abbot. This mirror game encapsulates much of what we see at play in oblique discourse: multiple relays, lost and stifled voices, indirect address, the arduous process of making sense of and having to write over what was lost and what was transmitted. I will contend that the Japanese tradition of translation, devolved narratives and autobiofiction, all partake of the aesthetics of oblique discourse as an intertextual, multi-temporal and illusionistic practice that Mitchell's works have honed into an art form.
